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1. preventive laws, where formulations such as iσεβς ±στω, iσεβετω and ±νοχος ±στω
iσεβεÙhaveadoubleeffect inasmuchastheycategorizeanoffenceasan impietyand, in
addition,theygiveaculpritthestatusofimpiousand2.reportsoftrialsorofpastwrongs.
Being regarded as impious entails other consequences on the relationship between the
culpritandgodsbutalsobetweentheculpritandthehumancommunity–themain issue








elles définissent une infraction comme étant une impiété et, de surcroît, elles confèrent au
coupablelestatutd’impieet2.desrapportsdeprocèsoudetortscommisparlepassé.Être
considéré impie entraîned’autres conséquences, dans la relationdu coupable avec lesdieux
mais également avec la communauté humaine – le problème étant principalement que ces





The concept of impiety (iσβεια) in ancient Greek religion is complex.
Firstly, definitions provided by ancient authors themselves point out, as








1 See in particular ps.Aristotle,Virtues	 and	 vices, 1251a: “There are three types of offence
(iδικα):impiety,greediness(πλεονεξα)andoutrage(Ûβρις).Impietyisafault(πληλεια)regarding
gods, daemons or deceased persons, parents or homeland”, and Polybius, XXXVI, 9: “Impiety
meanscommittingawrong(·αρτoνειν)inrespectofwhatisrelatedtogods,parentsanddeceased





obvious in Plato’sEuthyphro.2 Moreover, modern scholarship has mostly fo
cusedonthelegaltreatmentof impietyandonAtheniancasestudies,suchas
Socratesandotherphilosophers’allegedtrialsfor impiety.3Thisfocushas led
to two assumptions: being impious could only bring an individual to be
prosecuted in a court and, sincemost of the impious individuals studied by




wouldliketofocusonaspecific issue:theuseof impiety inepigraphicdocu
mentary evidence. Impiety is an offence, an iδικα– i.e., to put it crudely, a
wrong that you might do and that is likely to be punished in some way.6
Imperativeformulationsusedinpreventivelaws,suchasiσεβς±στω,iσεβετω
and±νοχος±στωiσεβεÙ,categorizeagiveniδικαasanimpiety,butalsoimply
that fromnowon theculpritwillbe regardedas impious, and this statuswill

2Onthisdialogue,seeL.BRUITZAIDMAN,Le	commerce	des	dieux	:eusebeia,	essai	sur	la	piété	en	




siècles	 avant	 J.7C., Liège/Paris, 1930, provides a quite obsolete though inescapable overview of
thesetrials.Morerecently,onProtagoras,seeD.LENFANT,“Protagorasetsonprocèsd’impiété:
peutonsoutenirune thèseet soncontraire?”,Ktema27 (2002),p.135154,which rightlycasts





Oracles,	Curses	 and	Risk	 among	 the	Ancient	Greeks,Oxford, 2007, p.29 and 153; onAristotle, see
R.BODEUS,“L’impiétéd’Aristote”,Kernos15(2002),p.6165andM.F.BASLEZ,Les	persécutions	
dans	 l’Antiquité	:	 victimes,	 héros,	 martyrs, Paris, 2007, p.3639. For an overview of the trials for
impietyinAthensinthefourthcenturyBC,seeL.L.SULLIVAN,“AthenianImpietyTrialsinthe
LateFourthCenturyBC”,CQ47(1997),p.136152.Forcautiousremarksaboutthehistoricity
of all these trials, see S.KRAUTER,Bürgerrecht	 und	 Kultteilnahme.	 Politische	 und	 kultische	 Rechte	 und	
Pflichten	in	griechischen	Poleis,	Rom	und	antikem	Judentum,Berlin,2004,p.231249.
4 On the question of “unbelief” and νοζειν το¹ς θεος, seeW. FAHR,Θεος	 νοHDζειν.	 Zum	
Problem	der	Anfänge	des	Atheismus	bei	den	Griechen,Hildesheim,1969,p.160162et	passim;R.PARKER,
Athenian	 Religion:	 A	 History, Oxford, 1996, chap. IX; M. GIORDANOZACHARYA, “As Socrates
Shows, the Athenians Did Not Believe in Gods”, Numen 52 (2005), p.325355; H.CANCIK
LINDEMAIER, “Gottlosigkeit im Altertum. Materialismus – Pantheismus – Religionskritik –
Atheismus”,inR.FABER,S.LANWERD(eds.),Atheismus:	Ideologie,	Philosophie	oder	Mentalität?,Würzburg,
2006,p.1534.
5 Impiety will be the topic of my doctoral research, entitled “Transgression of Norm in
AncientGreekReligioninClassical,HellenisticandRomanPeriods:theCaseofImpiety.”
6The linkbetweeniσβεια andiδικα is obvious in some statements, though clearlyon a











not restricted to impiety,and it isprobablywise toconsider thatwhat is said




is quite rare in epigraphic texts. This suggests that the difference between
iνuσιοςandiσεβnςismoreimportantthanusuallythoughtoratleastshownin






















Neuve, 1986, p.168: εyσεβnς denotes the inner part of an individual’s cultic behaviour,whereas
“hosios exprimedavantage l’idéed’unordresacréauqueluneconduitepieusedoit se soumettreet
dontelleestenquelquesortelibéréelorsqu’ontétéaccomplislesgesterequis.”
11 See Plutarch,Pericles, 32, 2: κα ψnφισα ιοπεθης ±γραψεν εσαγγλλεσθαι το¹ς τ θε¢α 
νοζοντας ² λuγους περ τ{ν εταρσων διδoσκοντας. The historicity of this decree has been
supported on the basis of more or less convincing arguments: see LENFANT, l.c. (n. 3) and
G.DONNAY, “L’impiétédeSocrate”,Ktema 27 (2002),p.156157.But there isnounanimity and
other scholars have – rightly, inmy opinion – questioned its historicity: seeK.J. DOVER, “The
Freedomof the Intellectual inGreekSociety”,Talanta7 (1976),p.3940; I.F.STONE,The	Trial	 of	





question therefore arises: shouldwe consider that iσβεια is implicit in texts
whereitisnotmentioned?
Moreover,studyingimpietyisrewardinginasmuchasitgivesanotherinsight
ofGreek religion than its antonym: piety.Obviously, being a positive, praised
concept,εyσβειαdoesnotentailanysanction,butthepointisthatεyσεβς±στω
isinitselfauselessformula.Itiscommonlyacceptedthatonehastobeεyσεβnς:
εyσβεια should be everyone’s goal and, accordingly, speaking about εyσβεια
necessarilyentailsadescriptionandaprescriptionatthesametime.13Onenever
findsinaninscriptionεyσεβς±στω,simplybecause±στωis, inaway,useless.14
Of course iσβεια also entails an understood prescription: one must not be
impious.Buttherealpointtomakeisthatεyσβειαandiσβειαarenotusedin
the same contexts. }σβεια can be used to dissuade anyone to contravene a
regulation,whereasεyσβειαisagoalinitself:acitytakesdecisionsregardingthe
cultbecause itsmembersarepious,someone iscrownedpubliclybecausehe is
pious,etc.Howeveronewillneverfindaregulationsuchas“ifsomeoneactsso,



















14Howeveronecan findexampleswhere someonehas toprove thathe ispious,which is
equivalenttoprovingthatyouarenotimpious.SeethelawoftheeranistaiinAthens:IGII21369,
ll.3136:[η]δενξστωσιÇ[ν]αιÇςÇτνσενοτoτÇην|σνοδοντ{νρανιστ{νπρ. .νÖνδοκι|ασθ¥ε¦στι·[γν]ςκαεyσεβςκαiγÇ|α[θ]uςÇ·δοκια[ζ]τωδ£προστoτης[κα]|[£]iρχιεραν.ισ. τςκα
£γ[ρ]αατε¹ςκα[]| [ο] τααικασνδικοι.The idea thatofficialsof theclanof eranistaiare







laws or regulations where the culprit of an offence is declared impious and,
subsequently, textswhere someone ispunished for impiety. Iwill thenaddress
theconnectionsbetweenbothcasesandquestionthelegaldefinitionofimpiety.


















If someone cuts cypresses in the temenos
oroutofthetemenos,orcarriesawaysome
pieces of cypress out of the temenos, he
shall pay a thousand drachmae and be
impiousinregardtothesanctuary.
Theverbiσεβε¢νisusedinaprescriptiveclauseandintheimperativemood.
It therefore does not describe what happens or has happened, but what shall
happen if someone does not respect the regulation. It is also linked to a fine
(χιλας δραχς iποτεισoτω).The specificmeaningof τ αρν iσεβε¢ν, “being
impiousinregardtothesanctuary”,ishardtodefineassuch,butitsroleinthe
text,alongwiththementionedfine,canbe interpretedasfollows: itassimilates
the fact of carrying away pieces of wood to an impious act and, given the
imperative mood and the similarity with the formulation of the fine, it also
implies that being recognized as impious is the basis onwhich sanctions shall




personal relationship with the gods – otherwise why would one be declared
“impiousinregardtothesanctuary”?–butIwillleavethismatterasidehere.
There are other examples of this sort. In a famous decree from Lindos
(Rhodes,AD22)concerningtherestorationoffinancesforthecultofAthena
Lindia and Zeus Polieus, several measures are taken in order to ensure more


























































}σεβς ±στω shouldbeunderstood in the samewayasiσεβετω.Further

















The obvious question to raise is the following: sincewe have iσεβς ±στω
three times and ±νοχος ±στωiσεβεÙ twice, is there adifferencebetween these
expressions?Theadjective±νοχοςisfrequentinregulations.Theideaofculpabil




the murder” or “wrongdoings”; but we also encounter expressions such as
±νοχος τ½ νu­20,which cannotbe translated as “guiltyof the law”but rather
“liabletothelaw”.Unfortunatelythisambiguitycomplicatesourreasoningabout
impiety evenmore. In the decree from Lindos, shouldwe translate “guilty of
impiety”or“liabletoachargeofimpiety”?
It isquite striking that in the fiveoccurrencesofiσβεια in thedecree, the
firsttwofollowthepattern±νοχος±στωiσεβεÙwhereasthefollowingthreeuse
iσεβς ±στω. It is therefore tempting to interpret this as amere variatio	of the
stonecutter or rather of the draftsman, who would have switched to another
expressionatsomepoint.Onagenerallevel,decreeswerenotaimedatagroup
ofphilologistswhowouldconsidersuchsubtlevariationstoberelevant.Besides,
ifwe lookat theoffencesconcernedbybothexpressions,nothing inthemcan
leadus to think that these twoexpressionswouldhavedifferentmeanings:no
offencecanbe interpretedasmoreserious thantheotherones.There is,how
ever, a difference: iσεβς ±στω emphasizes the status of the culprit,whereas in
±νοχος±στωiσεβεÙ,impietyispresentedasanoffencebuttheculpritisnotsaidto
be impious.The fact thatwith iσεβς ±στω gods arementioned– someone is
impious towards (ποτ) the goddess –,which is not the casewith ±νοχος ±στω
iσεβεÙ, also suggests that, in this decree at least, you can be impious only
towardsareferent.}σβειαasanoffence,ontheotherhand,doesnotneedany
precision.
What do “being regarded as impious” or “being liable to impiety” imply?
Doesit involveadditionalsanctionsnotmentionedintheinscription?Tosolve
this issue, it is interesting to lookat a famousdecree fromGambreion (Mysia)



















And to themenwho do not abide by
the rules and the women who do not




The expression «ς iσεβοσαις, followed by the ban from sacrifice, is of























23 Comparewith the evidence provided inA. CHANIOTIS, “ConflictingAuthorities. Asylia
betweenSecularandDivineLawintheClassicalandHellenisticPoleis”,Kernos9(1996),p.6586.
Some people were excluded from sanctuaries because of their pollution (see p.7275). A law
fromEresos (LSCG 124)mentions that only pious peoplemay enter the sacredprecinct (l.1:


























If someonemakes a proposal, breaks this law or does not follow one of the
pointsprescribedinthis law,heshallbedestroyedhimselfandhisgenosandhe





connections: you shall be sacrilegious and everythingwritten about sacrilegious
personsshallapplytoyou,becauseyouhavecommittedanactconsideredasa
sacrilege.Besides, the sanctions entailed by impiety cannot be associated auto
maticallywithatrial.Theessenceofatrialisthatsomeone’sculpabilityisdecided
through a process involving judges, whatever the form of this process. The
formulation “he shall be impious” leaves however no possibility – or more
precisely–noneed for sucha trial. It isdecided from theverybeginning that
someoneactingsowouldbeimpious.
In the decree from Lindos, discussed above, even an expression such as
±νοχος ±στω iσεβεÙ does not involve a trial. Whatever its precise meaning,
±νοχοςdoesnotmeanthatyouareguiltybecauseyouhavebeencondemnedina
trial. Several cases suggest thatpersons are considered ±νοχοιof awrongdoing

































a sacrifice, or he shall be liable to this
impiety; if he brings cattle as well, he
shall pay for each head of cattle one
obol; anyone who wishes shall report
someonedoingsotothemastroi.




respected and is also more serious. The person concerned by iσβεια would
therefore be guilty on a double level: for not respecting the law and not even
accepting the first sanctionof cleaning the sanctuary. (It isprobably correct to
considerthatbeingaccountedimpiousisalsovalidwhensomeonedoesnotpay
thefineapplicableincaseoftheintroductionofcattle,asspecifiedinl.31).The














(n.24),p.85, isvagueenough.As for the inscriptionconcerning thecypresses fromCos (LSCG
150),G.Klaffenbachproposed,inhisreviewofR.Herzog’sHeilige	Gesetze	von	Kos(Gnomon6[1930],
p.214), to translate τ ερνiσεβετωas“er soll alsFrevlerderHeiligtumsgelten”;B.LeGuen
Pollet: “qu’il soit considéré comme impie à l’égard du sanctuaire” (p. 70). The idea that these
expressions refer to being considered impious, whatever it means concretely, rather than more





















not how things should or shall happen (= “preventive” structure). Epigraphic
textsareformulatedinsuchawaythatwecansay:“thisaction,orwhathappened
in this specific context, is an impiety and here are the consequences” or “this
person is impious because he committed an offence and here is how he was
punished”.Itislegitimatetoassumethat,insuchtexts,wemighthaveananswer
tothequestionoftheconsequencesofbeingregardedasimpious.
Firstly, let us look at a fragmentof the socalled attic stelae (414BC), on










be applied to the Greek world. The links between impiety and social control have not been
studiedandremain,inmyopinion,tobeanalyzed.SeealsoJ.P.GIBBS,Control:	Sociology’s	Central	
Notion,Chicago,1989,p.58:“SocialControlisanattemptbyoneormoreindividuals(thefirst
party) tomanipulate thebehaviorofoneormoreother individuals (thesecondparty) through
stillanotherindividualorindividuals(thethirdparty)bymeansotherthanachainofcommand
orrequests.”Inthecaseofimpiety,therewasprobablynototalsocialexclusion,asitisdoubtful













The following fines were paid by the
personswhowereimpiousinregardto






should consider that the main offence in the above inscription is only the






























The defendants of the goddess
condemnedtodeathon thebasisof
thefollowinglawsuitnotice:‘astheoroi
had been sent by the city for the
chitons for Artemis in accordance
with the ancestral law, and the hiera
and theoroi had arrived in Sardis and
in theshrineofArtemis foundedby
theEphesians,thesemencommitted
an impiety in regard to thehiera and
insulted the theoroi. Penalty of the















have been added subsequently. Also, we may argue that only the imitation of the mysteries is






This inscription raises several issues, such aswhere the trial tookplaceor
whattheexactmissionoftheEphesiantheoroi	was.38Moreover,ifweacceptthe
conjectureερoinline9–asalltheeditorsandcommentatorsofthetexthave
done – we still have to understand what it precisely refers to and what the
relationofiσβειαwith them is.Wecan infer fromthecontext that the ερo
were the chitons offered toArtemis, possiblywithother iναθnατα, such as
sacrificialvictimsinvolvedintherite.39Wecanthereforeguessthatiftheερo
werechitons, thecondemnedpersonsmayhave seized themfrom the theoroi.
Theexactmeaningof theverbused toqualify theoffence towards the theoroi
themselves,βρζειν,isquiteblurredalso:forinstancewerethetheoroibeatenor
insulted? Despite these uncertainties, the point here is that èσβησαγ clearly
referstoanoffencewhichledtoatrial.Unlikethefragmentoftheatticstelae,
however, we do not have sufficient knowledge of the context to understand
withcertaintywhatisimpliedbytheverbiσεβε¢ν.
Wecanfindasimilarcase intheaccountsof theAthenianamphictions in











These Delians have been condemned for impiety, under the archonship of
CharisandrosatAthensandGalaiosatDelos.Thepenaltyistheonewrittenand
exile for life, as they expelled the Amphictions out of Apollo’s sanctuary and
beatthem:(listofnames).
Theformulationofthisinscriptionisnotquitethesameasthetwoprevious
ones.The actionof the condemnedmen is not vaguely suggestedby the verb








39 On this interpretation, seeMASSON, l.c. (n. 38), p.231. There is however no reason to









an impiety. Does the difference of formulation in comparison with the other










Three elements can lead us to assume that there is no straightforward
connection between preventive laws and reports of trials or that, in other
words, youwould not be prosecuted in a trial for impiety on the basis of a
preventivelawstipulatingiσεβς±στωforaspecificoffence.Firstly,asshown
above, legal sanctions such as a prosecution are not explicitly mentioned as
consequencesofiσεβς±στω.Secondly,thereisastrikingdifferenceofgravity
in the offences discussed in both cases. In the case of trials involving an
impiety, the offences are very serious and threaten the harmony of the city




detailing past events, iσβεια is mentioned as an offence: the Delians who





offence. See e.g. Éφλισκoνειν δειλαν (Euripides,Hecube, 1348) or γλωτα (Aristophanes,Clouds,
1035).Inanycase,awordinthegenitivecaseisanoffence,notasanction.
42Grammaticallyonemayarguethatimpietyhereisasanction,pointingoutparallelssuchas
θανoτου δκ κρνεσθαι (Thucydides, III, 57), but it does not make sense, since the sanction
(τηα)isthefinesandtheexile.








against impiety”.44 Intheexamplesseenbefore, theaimofpreventive texts is
nottodefineiσβειαassuch,withastructuresuchas“isimpiousanyonewho
+exhaustive listofoffences”,but rather to categorize anoffence as impiety.
Thisiswhyitissocomplicatedtoknowwhethera“lawagainstimpiety”ever
existed.Ithinkthatthepointofthispaper–andtheinscriptionwehaveseen
with the adjective ερuσυλος–mayhelpus see thisquestionabitdifferently.
With thenotionof“lawagainst impiety”, twopoints shouldbeaddressed:1.
shouldweconsiderthatimpietywasdefinedbyasinglelaworthatitwasonly
definedby severaldocuments? and2. regardlessofhow impietywasdefined,
was there a single text specifying what would be the consequences of an
impiousact?
Firstly, letusexaminethequestionofapotentialsinglelawdefiningimpiety

























46 See J. RUDHARDT, “La définition du délit d’impiété dans la législation attique”,MH 17


















this law it iswrittenexplicitly: if someonecommits Ûβρις against a child– and
indeedthehiringmancommitsÛβρις–oramanorawoman,oranyfreeperson
or slave, andcommits something illegal towardsoneof them, it stipulates that
thereshouldbeaγραφÛβρεωςanditaddsthepenaltythatheshouldsufferor

























politiques,	 Tome	 II, Paris, 1959. For E.M. Harris, however, it is, on account of convincing
arguments,an“obviousforgery”:seeDemosthenes,	Speeches	20722,Austin,2002,p.103.
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“ifhedoesthis,heshallbe impious”.Supposingthatageneral texton impiety
existed, its aimwas to define a procedure in a specific case, as for instance a
γραφiσεβεας if someone sold sacred items55, butnot theoffences thatwere
linkedtothisformofprosecution.Moreover,wedonotknowanygeneralLycian
inscriptionentitledνuοςiσεβεαςandusedasareferenceforepitaphs.Ifalaw









that impiety is often referred to with specific referents: you are considered as
impious towards specific godsor youhavecommitted a specific impiety.Only
theexpression±νοχοςiσεβεÙ,withoutarticleandwithoutgods,hasnoreferent.
Apart fromthismoreambiguouscase, therefore, it is clear thatnogeneral law
aboutimpietyistobesearchedoutofthedifferentepigraphictextsknowntous.












case of preventive laws, iσβεια is used in syncopated forms: “if X does not
respect the law, he shall be impious”. In such cases, the point is that you are

55AsinIGII21035,l.9:[κα]τ[τ{ν]iποδονωνγραφςiσεβεας.
56See thecommentaboutPlato’s legislationagainst impiety inBRUITZAIDMAN,o.c. (n.2),
p.167:“Précisément,cen’estpasdanslacitéathénienne,maisdanslacitéplatoniciennequese
metenplaceunelégislationrigoureusecontrel’impiété,dontladéfinitionoccupeunelargepartie
du livreX”.EvenPlatodoesnotprovideaunique lawagainst impiety,but rather lawsagainst









some point. In other words, in the inscription regarding the cypresses in the
shrineinCos,wheresomeonecarryingawaypiecesofwoodwouldbeimpiousin
reference to the sanctuary, we do not know any example of someone who
actually committed such a wrong and was consequently mentioned in an
inscriptionasfollows:“Xwascondemnedforimpietybecausehestolepiecesof
wood from the sanctuary and therefore X has to pay a fine of a thousand
drachmae”. Attestations of iσβεια in both contexts are two points between
whichwedonotknowhowthesynapseswork.57
Itseems,however,thatimpietyincasessuchasthetrialoftheDelianmen
who mugged amphictions on the one hand, and impiety, say, in a ban on
introducing animals, on the other hand, are quite different issues and should
probablynotbeconsideredequally.Beatingamphictionsorgrabbingερoinan
officialembassyareseriousoffences;58incomparison,introducingcattleintoa
sanctuary or carrying away pieces ofwood seemmuchmore trivial. Accord
ingly, we could consider that the formulation iσεβς ±στω aims at being an
efficientdeterrent–justashugefinesofmoney–and,therefore,likelihoodsof
itsrealapplicationwouldbeverylow–justasrequiringtenthousanddrachmae
from someone would be quite unrealistic. At this stage, a Socratic iπορα is
probablythewisestoption.
Comparing attestations of impiety in epigraphic evidence also raises the
complexissueofthedefinitionofimpiety.Inthispaper,Ihavebrieflytouched
upon the “syntagmatic” level of impiety, i.e. how it is used in epigraphic









57Seeananalogous reflection foriτια inE.FAMERIE, “Lacondamnationd’Arthmiosde
Zéleia”, in Serta	 Leodiensia	 secunda.	 Mélanges	 publiés	 par	 les	 Classiques	 de	 Liège	 à	 l’occasion	 du	 175e	
anniversaire	de	 l’Université,Liège,1992,p.191:iτιαasasanction isnottobeconsidered in the
samewayifitappearsinapreventivelaworasaneffectivesanction.Thereareseveralinstances
where the sanction applied is not the one thatwasmentioned in the preventive law. It seems
moredifficulttosayitwithcertaintyinthecaseofiσβεια.
58SoaretheoffencesforwhichSocrateswasprosecutedthroughaγραφiσεβεας.Ihave
voluntarily left the dossier of Socrates’ trial aside here, but I am convinced that it can be
reinterpretedthroughexaminationoftheuseofiσβειαinepigraphicevidence.
